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ON THE AMBIGUITY OF CONTRADICTORY EXPRESSIONS* 
Tadaharu Tanomura 
1 .. Introduction 
There has been a considerable amount of discus-
sion over the last decade and half of 
sentences such as (1b) and (2b), which embed 
expressions (1a) and 2a) 
(1) a. *MarYi is taller than is. 2 
b. John thinks is taller is .. 
(2) a. is as intelligent as she is~ 
be John doesn't believe Mary is as as she is .. 
Among the past studies which contribute more or less 
ideas, rather than criticize or on 
theories, may be counted Hasegawa(1972 , Postal 
(1974), Jackendoff(1975 and Fodor(1970 .. 3 as their , 
contributions may be, however, 
serious defect in cow~on. That is 
all seem me to have 
strike me as 
to on the basis of observed facts0 It 
would not be hard to 
lead to a biased if not 
that such 
incorrect view of the factual 
situation. Indeed, I will demonstrate in 
paper that a range of instances 
the we will be able to a clearer 
more plausible of the nature of 
In the light of this, the task of section which 
with section 5 constitutes the this paper 
will be to observe as wide a range of facts as pos-
sible, and inquire into the condition under which the 
of 
5, certain 
I will, instead 
address 
from? 
expressions does and does not arise.. In section 
to the condition will be noted first; then 
of attempting the modification of the condition 
to the question: where does the come 
-1-
Before turning to the fuller 
section 2 a little more 
however, I will in 
outline of the 
discuss certain of the past treatments of it 
Section 3 will be devoted to the definition of a few notions, in 
of which the condition in section is to be statedo 
2. An Outline of the Problem 
Russell 1 
is (3b):5 





suitable contexte His 
3) a. *Your than it was .. 
be 
Sentence 
size that I 
, at the same 
as the size 
than the size of your yacht .... 6 ( 4 ) 
example: 7 
(4) a *Mary didnit kiss the she kissed 
it was .. 
other hand, ( ), 
a non-
as e~The 
than the size your 
inter-
of your was 
is another similar 
b John said that didn't kiss the she kissed 
1b), 3b) and (4b), one would notice that the 




tiaseQawa(1972) based their theories upon 
this observation the overall frameworks 
within which they work are different. 
Hasegawa(1972) notes two interesting facts.. First, if 
first person pronoun ~ is substituted for John in (1b), the 
sentence no longer is ambiguous: it has a contra-
dictory interpretation. 
(5) *1 think Mary is taller than she is. 
Hasegawa successfully accomodates this point within his "assertor 
-2-
Second, if factive 
( 1 ), the 
is substituted for 
sentence is unambiguously 
(6) *John knows that Mary is taller than she is. 
Hasegawa attributes this fact to the lexical property of know 
with respect to the of his "assertor assignment 
rule", I do not solution wholly viable .. 8 
any case, since Hasegawa' involves the 
"assertor" and all his examples in 
terms of this, he may be taken as the ambiguity of 
to which the 
Postal ( 975), however 
which show that 
correct. (7) is one of such 
to the verbs of thinking 
"assertor" seems to be applica-
attention to a few 
cannot be 
(7 a. *It was hotter than it waSe 
The 
is 
embed (7a) (in some sense 
not seem to be attributable to 
mente Postal goes on to argue 
treated along the same 
(and for that matter 
), and proposes a 
hotter than it waSe 
be claimed to 
permits a non-
ambiguity does 
difference in assertor assign-
sentences of this sort should 
sentences like (1b), (3b), and 
sentences tautological 
are blocked 
in which the derivations of 
and unambiguously tauto-
syntactic constraints 
in a uniform manner. 
Postal's work is indeed ambitious and inspiring one, 




track on a lot of grounds. For, first, 
are ambiguously interpreted or 
upon the particular predicate within the context of 
which they occur; that is, not all embedded structures permit an 
ambiguous interpretation of contradictory expressions. Second, 
the possibility of an ambiguous intepretation depends also upon 
-3-
certain factors other than 
noted reference 
there are cases which 
do not seem to any 
would want to claim to 
embed 
see that there are also cases 
a 
within the context 
as will 
show 
and thus deserve a treatment 
some of these 
dated within Postalis 
justified that such an 
an ad hoc amendment of the 




but I feel 
more than 
would 
semantic or factors involved in 
non under of the 
should be given in terms of them. An aim of the 
remainder of this work is to demonstrate that such a 
in fact desirable results 
3. +contexts, -contexts, and 
3 .. 1 definition 
In order to facilitate the discussion in the subsequent 
sections, I will here define three notions n+cantext" 
text", and "f6context" as follows .. 
(8) A sentential context is called 
n-con-
(a) "+context" iff the truth af sentences occurring in it 
is ensured; 




illustration of the definition is 
3.. +contexts 
There are several in 
occur in a context can said be ensured .. 
, the 
mitted to the truth of sentences 
that this follows from Gricean 
that the say what he believes true .. For convenience 
will refer to this fact that the main sentence 
stitutes a +context, although I do not find this 
Secondly, it is well-known that a certain group of 
cates that the the 
sentence is trues Such 
and its negated form 
manage, persuade), and 
include factive verbs 
verbs (e .. g .. do not fail) among others .. 12 
Thirdly, although verbs like say and 
satis-
e g 
to the category of verbs which ensure neither the truth 
nor the falsity of the embedded proposition, there are 
exceptional cases in which the truth of the embedded 
is ensured. One is the case where these verbs are used in the 
tense form13 with a first person subject; thus he who 
utters (9b) or (9c) is committed to the truth of (ga): 
(9) a. John is stupid. 
b. ~ ~ John is stupid. 
c. ~ think John is stupid .. 
This may obviously be attributed 
Gricean principle mentioned above. 
verbs are used with adverbs like 
to something along the line of 
The other case is where these 
which indicates the 
speaker's commitment to the 
thus, he who utters (10b) 
truth of the complement clause14 ; 
is committed to the truth of (10a), 




.. 3 -contexts 
As in 
that John is 






verbs (e .. g .. 
of 
that the 
can be said to 
or 
of the embedded 




2b) or 12c) is most to be committed 
of ( 2a : 
is smart .. 
be Mary was smart John would marry her. 
c. John that Mary was smart .. 
Therefore, there is a 
counterfactual 
3 .. 4 ~contexts 
sense in which we can say that 
constitute -contexts. 
Any context that is neither a +context nor a -context is a 
-6-
For example, verbs like say and are ~contexts; 
thus, the utterer of (13b) or (13c) is not committed to either 
the truth or the falsity of (13a):15 
(13) a. Mary is smart. 
tains 
b. John says Mary is smarte 
Mary is smart c .. John ..!:::!!=.!!!!:.2. 
doubt the reader would have realized that each of what 
as and con-
kinds of , some of which come into 
for a different reason than others; some the 
of the others 
what I intend for instance 
discussion section will reveal 
leads to statement 
most of the distributional facts (or, the pos-
expres-of an ambiguous ) of 
sions .. 
of Contradictory 
4.1 condition (14) 
Now we are in a position to discuss the of 
from a more than 
the work. In this section, I will demonstrate that 
of an ambiguous of an 
is predicted by the following condition in most 
cases .. 
(14) A contradictory expression may be interpreted noncontra-
dictorily (as well as contradictorily) only if it does not 
occur in a +context, i.ee, only if it occurs in a -context 
or a ~context. When it occurs in a +context, it'can only 
be and thus cannot be used 
normally .. 
Note that if we remember the logical property of contradictory 
-7-
can true --
condition since it inhibits occurrence of 
+contexts, 
embedded 
I will take up the three cases of +contexts, 
and -contexts in turn. 
4.2 contradictory expressions in +contexts 
of 
According to condition (14), expressions 
cannot be interpreted noncontradictorily when they occur in 
+contexts. 
First, condition (14) automatically the fact that 
contradictory expressions such as (1a), (3a), and (4a) cannot be 
accepted as independent utterances, since the main sentence con-
stitutes a +context. 
(14) also correctly excludes contradictory expressions as 
the complements of factive verbs, verbs, if verbs, 
and not plus negative implicative verbs, all of which are 
categorized as +contexts. The following sentences are unambig-
uously contradictory. 
(6) *John knows that Mary is taller than she is. 
(15) *Mary managed/happened to kiss the boy she didn't kiss. 
(16) *John persuaded/made Mary (to) kiss the boy she didn't 
Kiss. 
(17) *Mary didn't fail/didn't forget to kiss the boy she 
didn't kiss. 
That Hasegawa's example (5) does not allow an ambiguous 
interpretation is also predicted, since X think is an instance 
of +context. 
(5) *X think Mary is taller than she is. 
Moreover, (18) is again unambiguously contradictory since 
correctly think constitutes a +context. 
(18) *John correctly thinks that Mary is taller than she is. 
4.3 contradictory expressions in ¢contexts 
-8-
In this and next subsections 
range of contexts which 
than 
assumed in the past discussions, that all contexts 
conform to condition (14:) .. 
First, verbs like and say are and 
allow a noncontradictory interpretation of expres-
sions, as has been known ever since Russell; hence the 
ambiguity of (1b), (3b), and ( The following seem to be 
similar examples: 
(19) a. *He had more money than he did. 
b. He denied that he had more money than he did. 
(20) a .. *Mary kissed the boy she didn't kiss. 
b .. John susQects that Mary kissed the boy she didn't 
kiss. 
Verbs like accuse similarly constitute ~contexts, since 
it is possible to accuse something on a mistaken belief. Thus, 
the ambiguity of (21b) is predicted. 
(21) a. *Mary dated a boy she didn't date. 
b.. John accused Mary of dating a boy she didn't date. 
The next class of ~contexts include want and try, for 
wanting or trying something does not necessarily imply its 
attainment. Thus they allow an ambiguous interpretation of sen-
tences like (22b) and (23b): 
(22) a. *I'm smarter than I arne 
b .. My mother wants me to be smarter than I am .. 
(23) a" *John proved that Mary didn't kiss the boy she kissed .. 
b .. John tried to prove that Mary didn't kiss the boy she 
kissed .. 
Verbs like Qromise, ask, and tell also belong to this 
class; something that is promised or asked or told is in general 
not ensured to be performed. Thus (24:a) is simply contradictory 
but (24b) and (.24c) are ambiguous between contradictory and non-
contradictory interpretations: 
(24) a. *The kids were more quiet than they were. 
b. She told the kids to be more quiet than they were. 





Object in (25b) also permits a inter-





a .. *She is 
more money than he did. 




she is .. 
also constitute 
of 
sentence sometimes constitutes a 
indicates 
committal to the truth of the sentence. Thus 27b may 
a" *He1s a father of two which he isn't 
b. According to the article, he's a father of two 
daughters, which he isn'te 
in this case, unlike all other given so far it 
is necessary to employ nonrestrictive relative clauses (as in 
(27b) or add like actually or fact, in order 
what of the sentence is being stated upon the 
the of sentences 
of the same sort as that of sentences 
or say, in that in both cases the 
for every in the sentence. 
4 contradictory 
The 
condition (14), since 
-context .. 
in -contexts 




The storm ~~~~~ it from hotter than it was. 
Similarly, verbs like pretend and may be con-
sidered -contexts and allow an ambiguous interpretation. 
-10-
(28) a *She didnit like the liked. 
b. She that she didn t like 
(29) a. *John was faster than 
John ====== to be faster 
verbs such 
didn't kiss .. 
Note, however, that these verbs 
even without 
to (1 b), ( 3b) and 
was .. 
are 




ever, this expectation is not out, as is seen in 
32) a .. *She said more than she 
b .. *She didn't say more 
is sentence (32a) 
(32b) is at best 
at first appear to 
but in fact I 
from an 
of (32a) or all 
discussed so far 
was to ban 
than 
be 
context where the truth of the 
On the other hand, (32b) is 
she did 
a 
but because it expresses a 
as a whole" 
As will be argued in my 
is not inhibited 
inhibits the 
a condition 
informative. This assumption is 
-11-
also its 
not because it 
paper, the use of 
the same considera-
utterances to 




shouldn't .. ' 
able 
(34) is 






connotation; thus (34) is 
sion of the 
an 
than she did .. 
is identical 
paper 
Last of all counterfactual 
it is 







(35) taller than she is marry here 
(36) John ~;;;;;..;;.;;;,;;.;;;;. that Mary was taller than she is 
To these may be added like the 
(37) a. To have more money than he does be 
be more money than he does would be a 
4.5 a further remark on condition (14 
for him .. 
for him .. 
I will conclude this section some cases in which 
a is first embedded in a +context, and 
then the contradictory is embedded in a 
-context or a , thus 
an ambiguous interpretation. 
show that it fs not the case 
a sentence which permits 
The purpose of this is to 
that contradictory expressions can 
never be embedded in i,contexts .. 
Consider (38) and (39): 
(38) a. *Mary kissed the boy she didn't kiss. 
-12-





didn't kiss all e 
kissed the 
to kiss the 
t 
c .. 
she didn't kiss 
kiss the she didn B 
kiss .. 
In either case (a) is which is obtained 
or manage, is also (a) in +contexts 
But (b) 
or sentence (c) results. 
5. Towards an Explanation for the Ambiguity 
5.1 a class of apparent to condition (14) 
There is an important 
contradict condition (1 ), 
class of examples 
which inhibits the 
which appear to 
occurrence of 
involve verbs expressions within +contexts 
like turn, and all of which 
a of a state of affairs In of the fact that these 
predicates constitute +contexts in an obvious sense, 
a noncontradictory interpretation of 
as is seen in the following examples: 
(40) a .. *The weather was worse than it was .. 
b .. The weather turne~ worse than it was .. 
( 41 ) a .. *The girl was more unsociable than she was .. 
b .. The girl got more unsociable than she was .. 
(42) a .. *The room was hotter than it was .. 
b .. The sunlight made the room hotter than it was. 
In each case, sentence (a) may only be contra-
dictorily, but (b) may be interpreted noncontradictorily as well .. 
It is noteworthy, however that the proposition repre-
sented by each of these examples involves states of affairs at 
two distinct moments. That is, verbs of change, unlike other 
predicates discussed so far, tend to facilitate a reading in 
-13-
which the states 
In 
2 three 
In all cases which an 




state of affairs 








This kind of 
literature (1 and Hasegawa(1972) 
are instances of such theories 19 
-14-
In addition to say and ~~=u 
and accuse 
case, a of the embedded 
ect's belief or utterance is 
the 's belief 
eo. would also be considered of this 
The class of 
a of the embedded 
affairs in a nonactual 
to this 






a state of affairs in the actual world. Thus, in the 
following example, 
(22b) My mother wants me to be smarter than I am .. 
embedded 
to be realized but 
, represents a state 
or his mother believes to be the case 
a state of affairs 
of .! am, a 
affairs either the 
Besides want, verbs like 
and all belong to this In 
these verbs, an expression state of affairs in the 
real world appears as a embedded which 
a nonactual state of affairs, the realization of which 
the person designated 
Semantic and 
sions to 
Furthermore verbs like 
may be regarded as this 
someone , refuses, etc. a 
asks wishes, 
counterfactual expres-
the same class 
and 
are used to mean that 
state affairs 
is not yet realized in the actual world. 
There is a crucial difference between the first and 
it is essential that second In the first 
different persons -- the and the person 
ect -- are involved In the second , there is no such 
The the second is that two 
states of affairs -- one actual and the other nonactual are 
involved: two distinct persons need not be involved as in the 
first type. Hence the difference in the following sets of 
examples: 
-15-
44) a .. Mary is taller than she is. 
b .. Mary is taller than she is. 
a .. to be taller than she is 
b .. be taller than she is 
the first ect must someone other than 
the , whereas there is no such constraint in the second 
The 






affairs in the same 
that 
which may may not be the actual 
fact 
In of 
two dis tint 
need 
second 
~~~ healthier than she was 
~~~ healthier than I waS e 
that distinct worlds need 
observation 




I have tried some 
wider range of contexts 
of 
at two distinct 
neither 






than has been 
assumed in work, where such contexts to have 
been confined to verbs of saying and 
few other verbs like prevent, 
and a 
and that: 
in most cases, the possibility of an ambiguous 
tion of contradictory expressions is predicted by an 
intuitively plausible condition (14), which inhibits the 
occurrence of contradictory expressions in what I defined 
-16-
as +contexts .. 
Furthermore, it was 
the nature of the 
with a view to obtain a 
that: 
the of 
least) three distinct sources, which 
distribution of the 







1. (1) and (2) are taken from Ross and Perlmutter(1970 
3 .. 
and Postal(1974), respectively. 
indicate the two NPis 
Such indices 
paper since is meant 
be obvious in each case. 
The asterisk tagged to ( indicates that the sentence 
is ; the asterisk tagged to (2a) indicates that 
the sentence is tautological. One and the same symbol is 
employed since there will be no fear of confusion. 
In assigning an asterisk to a sentence, I do not wish to 
be understood as implying that it is ill-formed 
and thus can never be used. It is important stress this 
because in certain cases the 
is inhibited not the 
inhibits the use of 
a sort of pragmatic condition 
For more details on this 
my forthcoming paper. 
For a brief 
remarks on 
exposition of some of these studies and several 
see Tanomura(1984). 
It is no easy task to define in a rigorous, consistent way 
expression" or "sentence which embeds a 
contradictory expression". There are several questions to be 
settled to give a complete definition. 
First, what sort of constructions is it that make 
sentences contradictory? All examples cited in this paper as 
contradictory expressions involve either comparative con-
structions (e.g. (1a) and (3a» or relative clause construc-














(36) John wishes 
(40b) The weather turned 
no one read .. 
it was .. 
this second demands a more careful 
Third, it is not obvious in 
embedded structure indeed 
a 
would wish to 
embedded as the 









5.. In fact, Russell's original is: 
(i) I thought your yacht was larger than it is. 
few 
in 
I substituted was for is in the comparative clause to 
-18-
the tense consistent. 
As Fodor 1970) 
to say that someone believes a 




See Tanomura(1984 for a 
open, 
discussion .. 





inherent in the 
inter-
(1b) as resulting 
and an abstract 
considers in the embedded 
sentence. cases (4b) where a relative clause is 
involved, it is again an abstract predicate SAME which 
Postal thinks interacts with like think. 
Not only are these ---rn themselves 
dubious, but also there are cases which any analogous 
analysis in terms of the interaction of two scope-bearing 
expressions does not even seem Thus, although 
sentence (ia) from note 4 allows an ambiguous interpretation 
when it is embedded as the of predicates like 
think, just as sentences like (1a , (3a), and (4a) do, 
-crr-ae *His brother is a woman. 
b. Mary thinks his brother is a woman. 
I do not see what sort of abstract analysis might be possible 
for cases like this. 
A detailed of the entailment relation that holds 




"Sn for its 
as the main "",," and ":::;l II 
are used as 
,......",v(S) ::> '? -v(S):;) ,...""S rvv(S) :::> S 
v(S)=> '? say, think, ONLY-IF-VERBS 
accuse, (can, be able, 
want, try, be in a posi-
be possible, tion, etc. ) 
(& many others) 
(continued on the next page) 
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v(S):.:;) S IF-VERBS IMPLICATIVE-VBS FACTIVE-VERBS 
(cause, make, (manage, happen, (know, realize, 
force, persuade, bother, regret,be odd, 
make sure, etc.) etc. ) etc. ) 
v( S)::'>"""S NEGATIVE-IF-VBS NEGATIVE-
(prevent, IMPLICATIVE-VBS 
dissuade, etc .. ) (fail, forget, 
avoid, etc.) 
Take negative-if-verb 
the above chart, it 
for an example. According to 
the with the follow-
ing properties: (i) v(S};:,rvS, 
say, Ci) if a sentence with 
and (ii) ....... v( )::> 1 .. That is to 
true, then the sentence 
sentence is true (in other words, 
false); (ii) if a negative 
neither the truth nor falsity of 
decidable without extralinguistic 
that neither the truth nor the 
sentence is entailed. For more 
Karttunen's works cited above. 
as the main verb is 




v ................ v"..... If => ?" means 
of the complement 
information, see 
It would be obvious that the classification of predicates 
in terms of It:;:) S", u::>'VS", and ",.::::, 1WD corresponds to the 
categorization of sentential contexts into +contexts, 
-contexts, and ~contexts respectively, although the latter 
categorization is more general in that it is effected also by 
considerations other than the property of the predicate, as 
will be seen in the subsequent discussion. 
13 .. Actually it is not correct to say "present tense"" The 
following sentence, for instance, is acceptable unlike (9c): 
(i) Sometimes I think John is stupid, although in fact he 
isn't. 
This obviously indicates the need to take into account the 
aspectual property of the predicate. 
14. Lehrer(1975) calls this sort of adverbs "complement-oriented 
adverbs" .. 
15. although there -seems to be a tendency for the utterer to 
be interpreted as suggesting that he doubts Mary is smart. 
160 A few similar examples were firstly noted by Lakoff(1970), 
although I believe her analysis of them incorrect. See my 
forthcoming paper for details. 
17. Cf. note 4, where I noted a case in which a change of tense 
turns a contradictory expression into a noncontradictory one. 
18. Negative not and almost discussed in 4.4 are excepted. 
19. Therefore, Hasegawa and others are correct in seeing this 
first type of ambiguity; their problem lies in the fact they 
failed to realize the existence of the other types of 
-20-
ambiguity to be discussed below. 
20. Syntactically, they both take 
subjunctive mood. 
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